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to a certain independence of spirit. "When not collecting
on their own account, the natives hire themselves out to
merchants who supply a collecting expedition with the
necessary food and equipment for a sojourn in the forest.
This procedure involves some risk, and it is by no means
exceptional for the merchant to find himself in the awkward
predicament of having lost his capital expenditure owing to
the decamping of the members of the expedition to sell
the product of their labour elsewhere. In the Guianas
more favourable conditions prevail as the result of stable
government. In Dutch Guiana the collection is regulated,
a contractor paying a small sum for a permit, and hiring
natives, who sell all the balata they gather at a fixed sum
to the contractor. The undertaking has many risks, success
depending a good deal upon the weather, as if it is too dry
the water courses by which access is gained to the trees
cannot be navigated by the canoes. The trees in both
Dutch and British Guiana may reach as high as 120 feet,
and the rational method of tapping the trunk is generally
adopted. The coagulation is effected by exposing the latex
to the sun's rays in shallow pans made of tinplate or of
wood lined with leaves. This gives the sheet balata, while
the Venezuelan method of boiling the latex in large kettles
until it is of a doughy consistency gives the block balata.
Both forms are familiar in the European market, the sheet
being the purer of the two and commanding a slightly
higher price. The wood of the balata tree is of a deep red
colour, and its hardness has caused it to be in regular
demand for building purposes. A good deal has been felled
for timber in Trinidad, and the proposal was made some
years ago to extract the balata from the bark by volatile